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Abstract: This paper addresses several themes in the
movement of olive oil. Although it is not often discussed in
medico-scientific terms like “peristalsis”, olive oil was and
is consumed as a morning shot in many parts of the
Mediterranean, to encourage swift and efficient digestive
trajectories through the body. It is one of the stars of
ancient agriculture, and is still revered as a product capable
of capturing a “local” identity, so much so that every olive
grower seems to claim their own olive oil is the best. While
an icon of “traditional” food, lower grade olive oil was also
used to oil the wheels of the Industrial Revolution. Olive
oil was one of the first widely circulated commodities,
shipped in clay amphorae, able to be sealed and stacked in
ships that moved across the Mediterranean. It was and is a
valuable commodity when delivered intact, but when it
seeps out of its container, it becomes polluting and
dangerous “matter out of place”. Yet olive oil is also used to
seal, to baptize babies, and to preserve fruits and vegetables.
Olive harvests in Palestine are now moments of political
mobilization for international solidarity volunteers,
helping to pick and press the oil.

This paper addresses several moments in the movement of
olive oil. I was pleasantly surprised to see in this year’s call
for papers the inclusion of the mobility of food through the
body. This part of food’s “journey” is often left out of
gastronomical narratives, which highlight the entrance of
food through the mouth, and its appreciation, for better or
worse, through the taste buds, the nose, and the eyes. In
contrast, little is said about food’s exit from the body,
although as we all know, its exit is both as universal and
culturally specific as is food’s entrance. Both are potential
sites of culture shock, highly sensitive to ethnocentrism. I
speak and write about food as a cultural anthropologist,
inspired by Marcel Mauss’ concept of “techniques of the
body,” an early discussion of culturally specific variations
on universal practices, and Mary Douglas’ Purity and
Danger, another staple of cultural anthropology, which
draws our attention to the issue of bodily boundaries and
taboo. But when I tell my students in my Culture and Food
class that we have to pay attention to how food departs the
body, they look at me as if I have said something impossibly
vulgar, or have confessed a personal problem that I must be
projecting on them!
This taboo extends into the academy; at the American
Anthropological Association annual meeting of 2021, the
panel on shit created a bit of a stir. Many of the presenters

cited History of Shit by French psychoanalyst, Dominique
Laporte (2000[1978]). According to Laporte, a signature of
modernity is that shit becomes a private thing, to be kept
out of the public sphere. The act of shitting is sequestered
in toilets in private homes, swept out of site by new sewage
infrastructures, and rendered taboo in linguistic
interactions, becoming part of the “unmentionable” sphere
in polite society. Modernity is tied to squelching shit’s
olfactory presence and rendering it invisible: “Digestion is
wholesome insofar as it eludes the visible and escapes the
senses. It ensures and signals the sound functioning of the
body by betraying none of its processes. […] Wholesome
digestion belongs to the economy of a society where “even
bloodstained money gives away nothing and stands for
everything,” where the odorless (an indication, even today,
of healthy shit) signals exchange and emerges as the
signifier for the rich, the attractive, the beautiful” (Laporte
2000[1978], 82). This provocative account has inspired
many anthropologists, including me, to think about the
ass-end of food.
If the movement of food through the body is too slow or
too quick, the affect of eating can be quite distressing. In
preparation for this paper, given my uncertainty regarding
medical knowledge, I watched a YouTube video entitled
“What is Peristalsis?” One viewing was quite enough, as
I was reminded of the lightening speed of the waves of
intestinal flows I experienced in Yemen after I was infected
with intestinal parasites. These small creatures were very
good at making the more or less unconscious movement
very, very conscious, often painful, and deeply anxietyprovoking, as the fear of having what my mother used to
call a “little accident” was not something I wanted my
anthropological fame to rest upon! While it is common to
discuss the positive effects of the appearance and taste of
meals, and the affective delight of feeling full and content,
the problems at the “other end” of the meal are thought to
be in poor taste for dinner table discussion. However, most
anthropologists are able to eat their way through
embarrassing shit stories, even narrating their own
desperate attempts to avoid humiliation without missing a
bite. In Yemen for my dissertation research, a more
experienced scholar, gifted me a bottle of Pepto-Bismal at
the dinner table, assuring me that it was the best bright
pink research assistant I could hope for. Other
anthropologists have paused mid-bite to describe Imodium
as the “only solution” to those shitty fieldwork problems.
When I later began to study olive oil, it resonated with
me when I heard about one of the less famous qualities of
olive oil, its capacity to facilitate the good intestinal waves,
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avoiding the two problems of diarrhea of the parasite (speed)
and the constipation (blockage) of other diets. Although
medico-scientific terms like “peristalsis” do not usually
appear in culinary discussions, olive oil is thought to
encourage efficient digestive trajectories through the body.
Of late, books on olive oil are flowing. They all make
some reference to olive oil’s noble past, and its reputation as a
healthful food, now verified by “scientific study”. The folk
knowledge about olive oil’s magic in cleansing the digestive
tract is one such example. The practice of drinking a shot
glass of olive oil first thing in the morning, described as
something the charming, photogenic Mediterranean elders
did; their august age is proof of the health benefits of olive
oil. This folk knowledge is invoked by Leslie Zyw, in her
selection in The Wilder Shores of Gastronomy: “It [cold
pressed olive oil] is low in acidity and exceptionally easy to
digest by delicate stomachs, by the old and by the very young.
It is very mildly laxative and ideally suited to keep the
human inside running in a happy and well oiled fashion”
(Zyw 2002, 184). Trained medical professionals of the 19th
century claimed that in cases of tapeworm, olive oil often
“carried the gentleman, head, tail, and body” (cited in Klein
1983, 201) right through the body, I’m not sure medical
professionals of the 21st century would offer the same
prescription. Yet olive oil may have been less harsh than the
cleansing of parasite by Flagyl (metronidazole), which swiftly
and harshly eradicated all nonhuman residents of the
digestive tract. Carol Firenze suggests a home olive oil enema
for distressing constipation (2005, 79-80), and for those
about to go out for a night on the town, she shares
contemporary folk wisdom: taking 2 teaspoons of olive oil to
line the stomach, will prevent the alcohol from entering one’s
bloodstream too quickly (2005, 78)! (Apparently it is also
very good for removing temporary tattoos, just FYI).
Olive oil as a food product is an example of the
connection between the “techne” of past knowledge and
the “technoscience” of our present moment (Meneley
2007). One of my favorite sources of data on contemporary
global movements of olive oil is the Olive Oil Times, a
publication by and for olive oil producers, marketers and
professionals. Here one finds articles which take an
element of “folk wisdom” about health and demonstrate
how modern science has verified this truth of the
Mediterranean elders. Clarissa Joshua’s article Olive Oil
Times (2021) provides an exemplar:
Consuming olive oil on an empty stomach reduces
gastric acidity by forming a protective film,
according to José Ramón Llorente, the president of
the Spanish Society of Orthomolecular Nutrition
and the National Association of Professionals and
Freelancers of Natural Therapies. This helps with
the absorption of vitamins and other nutrients and
assists the work of several important organs.
“In popular culture, we have all heard about the
benefits of olive oil, consumed especially on an

empty stomach. Today we can accompany this
option with the results of studies that corroborate
it,” Ramón Llorente told El Confidential.
“For the digestive system and the liver, its
consumption on an empty stomach reduces gastric
acidity because it forms a film on the gastric wall,”
he added. “[It also] improves the absorption of
nutrients – especially calcium, magnesium, zinc and
vitamins – and optimizes the work of the liver,
gallbladder and pancreas.”
The most famous example of “turn folk wisdom into
science” was the Rockefeller Foundation’s study authored
by Leland Allbaugh on Crete and the post-World War II
study by Ancel Keys in seven Mediterranean cultures,
which I have written about elsewhere (Meneley 2007,
2020). The “Mediterranean Diet” with olive oil as its
central fat, was proclaimed as a healthier option than the
diets of the North Atlantic. As Capatti and Montanari
note, olive oil’s appeal was given a healthy boost “thanks to
the discovery (or perhaps more accurately the invention) of
the “Mediterranean diet” by American doctors and
journalists” (2003, 106). In the rough fat mapping of
Europe, the “people of the oil” were said to fare better,
healthwise, than the “people of the butter” and the “people
of the lard.” The superiority of the Mediterranean Diet was
touted, despite the fact that the people Allbaugh
interviewed in the 1940s complained of longing for meat
(Truninger and Freire 2014, 194). Nonetheless, the concept
of the heart-healthy Mediterranean Diet, with olive oil as
its fatty star instead of the artery-clogging animal fats, is
crucial to olive oil’s contemporary mobility in the world,
becoming a valued and valuable commodity from the
Mediterranean region to the North Atlantic.
Class Mobility
One of the first papers I wrote on olive oil was published in
a volume entitled Fat: The Anthropology of an Obsession,
which I coedited with Don Kulick in 2005. One of the
downsides of such a project is that one receives emails from
editors of the ilk of “I received a book entitled Fat,
Gluttony and Sloth and I cannot think of anyone better
than you, Anne, to review it!” My mild chagrin with this
particular fame indexes, as did the volume itself, the
ambivalent relationship we have with fat in contemporary
North America and the problematic blurring of fat as a
characteristic of bodies, fat as a food stuff, as well as a topic
brimming with moral judgments and ethical dilemmas.
While now there is so much fat in our diet that most of us
have no idea what fat deprivation might feel like, after some
months of the low-fat diet in Yemen, we were happy to eat
chunks of visible camel fat and a colleague working in
Botswana talked about eating mayonnaise by the spoonful
from the jar. As food historian Montanari indicates, fat in
the past was a precious, desired luxury, and those who
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couldn’t afford it suffered ill health, like rickets and
congenital deformity (1994, 165). Mobility is evident in the
precipitous decline in fat on the body as an indicator of
high-class status: fat bodies used to be a sign of affluence
and distinction. Now that the slim, fit body has become a
marker of upper class, or aspirational upper class, a fat body
has become a signifier of the bottom of the class ladder.
The change in the class status of fat on the body is
related to treating health as an individual responsibility
and an accomplishment, while a fat body can indicate a
personal failing, a moral weakness or a lack of social
responsibility, approaching the opprobrium usually
reserved for cigarette smoking. In the North American
context, olive oil received a remarkably “upwardly mobile”
boost when health science research made a connection
between heart disease and animal fats. Olive oil is
presented as an aesthetically delicious star of a diet that is
aimed, nobly and often self-righteously, at working toward
or maintaining a healthy body. Olive oil receives an extra
boost by claims that it either stops aging or allows one to
age gracefully, especially one’s skin. Olive oil has a complex
and strange relationship to the body: it is rare to find a food
valued for the exterior as well as the interior of the body.
Not only does it nourish and cleanse the interior of the
body, but for millennia olive oil has been used as a
substance that is both medicinal and cosmetic for the
exterior of the body: to cleanse the skin with olive oil soap,
to moisturize, and as a salve for wounds and scars, and even
a treatment to make one’s hair smooth and shiny.
“Natural” Oil and the Industrial Revolution
Olive oil is often described as a “natural” oil and it
certainly is, when compared to margarine or Crisco. But it
requires a high degree of human intervention to produce it,
not only the labor-intensive season of harvesting, but also
the pressing. Noted food historian, Rachel Laudan
describes the olive tree as follows: “one of the most
unpromising of the many unpromising plants from which
humans have learned to produce food” (2013, 66). Olives
in their “natural” state are bitter and simply inedible as
anyone who has taken a bite of a raw olive knows. The
enduring evidence of ancient techne for transforming the
inedible fruit into the beloved oil is preserved in the
remains of the olive mills all over the Mediterranean.
Along with wine, olive oil was also one of the first
widely circulated pre-capitalist commodities: its
oleaginous, liquid self requires particular tactics for
mobility. It was and is a valuable commodity when
delivered intact, but when it seeps out of its container, it
becomes polluting and dangerous, “matter out of place”. It
was shipped in clay amphorae, able to be sealed and stacked
in ships that moved across the Mediterranean. One of the
most famous were the “Canaanite jars” from 2000-1000
BC, for their functional efficiency for mobility because of
their design with a narrow bottom, serving as the “poster
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children” for Mediterranean Bronze Age mobile industry.
As archaeologist Andrew Bevan notes: “Such pointed-base
vessels were less vulnerable to breakage and could be
stacked in intercalated layers in the holds of ships (with the
bases of one layer sitting in the space between the vessels
below), placed individually in stands, arrayed in groups on
racks, leaned against one another on wharves and in
warehouses, or half-buried in the ground” (2014, 391).
Rome’s Monte Testaccio, a rubbish heap of discarded
shards of clay amphorae dating back to 260 AD, has
become a treasure trove for archaeologists, and as Lanza
points out: “Mount Testaccio is a living monument to this
olive oil trade and distribution” (Lanza 2011, 22). The
discard of the amphorae are testimonials to one of olive
oil’s most noted material qualities, its capacity to penetrate
and seep. They were not eligible for recycling after shipping
as the oil penetrated the clay, leaving a rancid smell. Olive
oil spilled in your home, according to olive oil expert
Nanni Guiso (1992), required an exorcism, as it is valued
when it is appropriately mobile, but dangerous when it is
“matter out of place.”
Olive oil’s fame in the ancient world is more often noted
than its role in the modern world. Olive oil was also used to
oil the famous mobile tools of the Industrial Revolution:
the metal machinery of the factory. While new methods of
pressing olive oil were facilitated by the Industrial
Revolution, Mediterranean olive oil was greasing the
wheels of English factories and overall capitalist expansion,
a part of olive oil’s non-edible history that is rarely
highlighted. Historian Massimo Mazzotti explains:
“Indeed, transformations in olive oil pressing technology
to produce a higher quality of olive oil were themselves
generated by the industrial revolution. Higher quality oil
(with a lower acidity level) proved to be the best lubricant
for clockworks and also for industrial machinery, the best
industrial lubricant available at the time (Mazzotti 2004,
278). In The Feast of the Olive, Klein notes that olive oil was
used by the Romans as axle grease, evidence of olive oil’s
longstanding function of facilitating mobility by “greasing
the wheels” of Roman chariots and carriages (1983, 29).
“Greasing the wheels” is a phrase still used to describe a
tactic of making organizations or governments move more
efficiently. In contrast, “grease the palm” usually implies
facilitating movement or access by bribery, in various
contexts. While olive oil has often been touted as “liquid
gold” and in many parts of the world, as in Ottoman
Palestine described by Beshara Doumani (1995),
functioned as a form of currency, it is also a site of
notorious corruption. Tom Mueller, in Extra Virginity: The
Sublime and Scandalous World of Olive Oil outlines the
historical depth and breadth of corruption in olive oil,
from diluting the oil itself, to its associations with various
mafias. While olive oil is used in sacred baptismal and
funerary rites, it was also used as a front for American
mafiosos. Journalist Mort Rosenblum (1996, 137-157) has
an entertaining discussion about the enmeshment of the
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American mafia with olive oil: importing olive oil was a
legitimate business, a front for less salubrious mob business.
For mafia movie buffs, Rosenblum also reminds us of a
favorite bit of trivia: in The Godfather, Don Vito Corleone
was gunned down in front of his olive oil business in
Manhattan’s Little Italy (1996, 137).
Olive oil amphorae offer evidence of early moments of
branding; the origin and quality of the oil was embedded
in the clay of the amphorae. The moment of transfer of the
olive oil from the large amphorae on the ships, to smaller
flasks that were often highly adorned, was also the moment
of potential corruption of olive oil. As archeologist Bevan
notes of the ancient world: “This downscaling of oil
containers, from bulk to beautiful, not only probably
involved rebottling and added value, but also opportunities
for careful marketing, import substitution and no doubt
more fraudulent adulterations” (2014, 391). In my own
commentary on Bevan’s article, I note that this moment of
transfer from large containers to smaller ones is a site of
power and danger in the modern world as well: “Bevan
points out the shifting tension between the bulk and the
beautiful, noting that rebottling in smaller containers can
add value and impart charisma through the repetitive
imagery of seals, again both aesthetic and imparting a
guarantee of provenance. But this guarantee of provenance
embedded in the container can also lead to adulteration or
downright falsification. Falsification is “semiotically
parasitic” on authentication (Meneley 2014b, 408). While
this moment of transfer from larger containers to smaller
ones was always important for determining quality and
price, the establishment of the notion of “extra-virginity”
was established by the International Olive Oil Council in
the 20th century introduced a few more complications into
the mobility of olive oil.
Determining Extra-virginity
“It’s true.” He shrugged. “Lucia wants to be a virgin
when we marry, just like her mother. So we had to
stop sleeping together until we got engaged.”
Vincent’s statement, apparently illogical, drew no
comment from his friends. In a country where
literal fervent Catholicism was only a generation
away, everyone knew that there were as many grades
of virginity in girls as there were in olive oil—
which, of course, is divided into extra-virgin (first
cold pressing), extra-virgin (second pressing),
superfine virgin, extra-fine virgin, and so on, down
through a dozen or more layers of virginity and near
virginity, before reaching a level of promiscuity so
unthinkable that it is labelled merely “pure” and is
thus fit only for export and lighting fires.
—Anthony Capella, The Food of Love

As the above quote indicates, the notion of extravirginity should be thanked for providing space for a
number of fruitful jokes! Whether an olive oil fits into the
prestige category of “extra-virginity” depends on a chemical
test which determines if the oil is under 0.5% acidity level
along with an organoleptic test conducted by a trained
olive oil professional. These organoleptic tests are modeled
on wine tasting; in olive oil tasting classes, participants are
instructed to swirl the oil in the cup, to smell, to suck the
oil into the mouth, and learn to talk about “hints of
artichoke” and the like. (Richard E. Grant does a wonderful
send up of olive oil blind taste testing in an episode entitled
“Architect’s Fish and Chips” of the BBC TV series “Posh
Nosh,” where he memorably describes an oil not as an
extra-virgin or even a virgin, but as a “common old tart”
while another one is proclaimed a “vile little hussy”.)
While the establishment of the concept of “extra-virgin”
is an attempt at quality control, in countries like Canada or
the US, there is very little regulation of the term “extravirgin” in marketing. An aware consumer of extra-virgin
olive oil often relies on the high price and other evidence
such as date of harvest, or whether the label says “produced”
in Italy versus “bottled” in Italy as the latter usually means
that bulk oil is purchased from Tunis or Turkey.
My final example of mobility and olive oil is from my
fieldwork in Palestine, where I’ve worked since 2006 on fair
trade olive oil distribution designed to help the West Bank
Palestinian olive farmers find markets for their oil. This
case study provides a unique example of food and mobility.
One of the ironies of the contemporary food world is that
while Palestinian olive oil is now sold mostly as a fair-trade
product, to move effectively, even to solidarity consumers,
it has to be extra-virgin. The Israeli occupation of the West
Bank has particular consequences for the production of
olive oil because of two factors subject to Israeli control:
time and speed. One of the key factors in producing
extra-virgin olive oil is that olives need to be picked
quickly, relatively early in the fall, and taken to the olive
press on the same day. But the Israeli occupation has meant
that Palestinians are often prevented from accessing their
own land. To give an example from one of my years of
volunteer olive picking: in 2017, we were helping a farmer,
Munir, whose land in Beit Jala had been rezoned so that its
large and productive olive grove is technically a part of the
city of Jerusalem; despite Palestinian indignation, Israel
strictly controls their access to Jerusalem. Only Munir, his
brother and their elderly mother were allowed on his land,
but they could not pick all the trees in their large groves.
Volunteers like me, with our foreign passports, could easily
access the grove. Solidarity olive picking is like a form of
social movement, although I have written about us
volunteers as “accidental pilgrims” (Meneley 2014a).
Although we may not be the most efficient pickers, we
learn about the plight of the Palestinians as we labor under
their trees. We learn how it is often difficult getting the
olives to the press on time: they might get stuck at a
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checkpoint in the sun, and as the acidity level goes up, the
quality goes down. Olive oil is not like fine wine; it does
not improve with age. Israel controls all the ports and
airports (Gaza’s ancient fame as an olive port is long gone)
and the bureaucracy of getting Palestinian oil through the
ports is considerable.
Munir told me in an interview under an olive tree that
he usually donates some of the first pressing of his olive oil
to the Church of the Nativity, the birthplace of Jesus. This
is an act of generosity essential to his spiritual well being.
He keeps enough oil to provide for his family’s food needs
for the year; Mourid Barghouti, one of Palestine’s beloved
poets, describes olive oil as “the companion to every bite,”
essential to every meal. Munir sends some oil to his relatives
abroad, so that they can continue to “taste their land,”
despite their forcible displacement as refugees. Munir also
donates some of his oil to the needy in the community. In
the past, Palestinian landless olive pickers would be paid
with a share of the oil, and the rest of the oil could be sold
for a favorable price, as oil from Beit Jala is one of the most
famous, desired and expensive oils in Palestine.
The cruelty of the Israeli settlers’ destruction of olive
trees and the cooptation of Palestinian land for settlements
has tremendous functional implications for quotidian
Palestinian subsistence. Not only does everyone think their
own olive oil is the best, the ideal candidate for the
“companion to every bite”, but if they can harvest their
own olives and produce their own olive oil, they do not
have to spend their strapped household budget on it. The
destruction and confiscation of their beloved olive trees,
which they view as family members, is made even more
consequential by the fact that Palestinian relationship with
the spiritual world through olive oil in ritual and generosity,
is threatened along with their everyday material well-being.
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